8o               BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH
The Manchester Guardian, describing the passing
of the death sentence on Roger Casement, comments
thus on the prisoner's attitude : ' Sir Roger Casement
heard these words and smiled wanly, looking down,
one thought, as if to reassure his friends who were near
the dock. Then erect and quite self-possessed he
turned and disappeared behind the green curtain.
He had kept his dignity, his almost incredible detach-
ment, to the last/
That ' incredible detachment' was a constant
source of wonder and inspiration to his friends. History
holds up for our admiration the figure of Sir Thomas
More apologising to his executioners for having to
ask them to help him to climb the scaffold, and adding
with smiling politeness, that ' for his coming down he
would shift for himself/ That story might have been
written of Roger Casement at any moment during
those long months through which he faced a certain
and horrible death, with something more than courage,
a supreme gentle courtesy so selfless that it had for-
gotten the very meaning of fear. c I was going to read
it out in Court/ he said in one of his last letters of a
certain document, but he explained that the print was
very small,' and besides I felt sorry for the jury. They
had had enough, and their kindly faces deserved a
change of scene from that dreadful Court/ It is not
often that a prisoner just about to be condemned to
death concerns himself about the discomfort and
boredom of the jury, and one cannot help wondering
what rare secret of character was hidden behind those
simple words. There are many degrees of selfishness
in human beings and there are many unselfish people.
But the certainty of a lonely and horrible death would
find out the weak point in most of us, and it would
seem natural and pardonable in most people, if, at
the supreme and tragic moment of their destiny, their